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CHECHEN WAR: ANOTHER RUSSI AN
HUM LI ATl ON

General Eduard Vorobyov,
first deputy commander of
Russia’ s ground forces,
arrived on the outskirts of
Grozny to assess the stalled
Russi an i nvasi on of
Chechnya. The scene was unsettling. Unarnmed civilians had
bl ocked his convoys; several of his vehicles had been destroyed
by sniper fire; the norale of his troops was dangerously low. He
qui ckly assessed the situation and reported to Mdscow, “Woever
ordered this operation should be investigated for crim nal
irresponsibility.”" Thus began the Chechen War in Decenber 1994,
sparked by an out-of-control, breakaway republic and fuel ed by
the Kremin s need to maintain integrity of the Russian
Federation and to control strategic resources. Many questions
remai n regardi ng the Chechen War for today’'s strategic thinker.
What deci si ons brought Vorobyov and his Russian ground forces to
Grozny? Wio nmade those decisions and why? Wat options were
avai | abl e? What donestic, international, econom c, and historical
factors played a part in those decisions? How did Chechnya pl ay

in the objectives and national interests of Russia?



BACKGROUND

Chechnya is a small, |andl ocked, Russian republic, alittle
| arger than Connecticut, |ocated on the southwestern periphery of
Russia. Chechens are an independent, Mislim nountain people who
have had a long history of conflict with Russia. 1In 1991,
CGeneral Dzhokar Dudayev rose to power in Chechnya. It appears
t hat Dudayev initially had at |east the tacit support of
President Boris Yeltsin's admnistration--in part because he had
backed Yeltsin in an earlier coup attenpt. Yeltsin’s support
rapi dly disintegrated, however, when Dudayev decl ared the
i ndependence of Chechnya and rejected subordination to federal
authorities. On Novenmber 7, 1991, after declaring a state of
energency, President Yeltsin sent a small force of Russian troops
to Gozny airport to ‘quell the rebellion’. But the Russian
sol diers were surrounded at the G ozny airport and taken prisoner
by Chechen national guardsmen. |In order to avoid a bl oodbat h,
Yeltsin was forced to back off and negotiate with President
Dudayev. Russia s resort to mlitary action hardened Dudayev’s
resolve. In order to free Russian troops, Defense Mnister Pavel
Grachev exchanged arnms for the prisoners, allow ng the Chechens
to keep Russian weapons and ammunition that had been stored in
depots in Chechnya.? The weapons included arnored vehicl es,
artillery pieces, and thousands of Rocket-Propelled G enade
| aunchers (RPGs). Wth the RPGs, the Russians had unwittingly
provided a future eneny with a very effective weapon that would
be used against their own tanks. Dudayev, understandi ng the need

to fund his growing forces, began selling many of the weapons



provi ded by Russia to Bosnian Mislins. Thus Russia, inits
abortive attenpt to suppress the Chechen quest for independence,
only succeeded in strengthening the Chechens on three fronts:
weapons availability, funding, and the will to fight. The
Krem in now had to reconsider their strategy to resolve the
situation.
| NTERESTS/ OBJECTI VES

When anal yzi ng Russia’ s national security strategy in dealing
wi th Chechnya, national interests and associ ated objectives are a
| ogical starting point. Russia s primary interests centered on
control ling econom c assets and maintaining territorial
integrity. Chechnya s declaration of independence jeopardized
these interests in several ways. First, Russian acceptance of
Chechen autonony could set a precedence that could | ead ot her
republics to break away fromthe Russian Federation. The Russian
governnment was concerned that other regions in the North Caucasus
m ght push for independence should Russia be unable to maintain
control over Chechnya. This potential ‘dom no effect’ could
ultimately jeopardi ze Russia' s control of raw materials in the
region as well as her access to warmwater ports on the eastern
seaboard of the Black Sea. Anot her key Russian interest was
related to economcs. Specifically, Chechnya s capital of G ozny
was a major oil-refining center for the Russian federation and
many of the vital rail, road, and pipelines used to transit the
oil ran through Chechnya. The Russian government did not believe
it could afford to | ose control of these vital transportation

resources, particularly with the planned devel opnent of major new



oil fields in Azerbaijan. Therefore, the key national security
objective for Russia was to keep Chechnya under control of the
Russi an governnment. The Krenmlin believed they could acconplish
this by renoving Dudayev from power. The Russians felt that this
desired ‘end’” was legitimate and that they had the ‘neans’ to
acconplish their objective.
ASSUMPTI ONS

One of the keys to any policy formulation in support of
national security strategy deals with the assunptions the
strategi c-thinker makes in regards to both the donestic and
international environnments. Boris Yeltsin made a nunber of
m stakes in this arena as he noved his country toward mlitary
intervention in Chechnya. First, he assuned that Russia had the
mlitary capability to conduct a quick war of annihilation. This
turned out to be totally incorrect. He overestimated the norale
of the Russian mlitary forces and their will to fight.
Conversely, he underestimated both the mlitary capabilities and
will of the Chechens. Hi s assunption that the Chechens woul d
qui ckly fold was not based on sound intelligence or historical
assessnent. “Al though Chechen politics were highly fractured,
nost Chechens rose up to oppose the Russians — not for vague
political reasons, nor for Dudayev, but to defend their famlies
and homel and from a historic oppressor.”?®

It is also doubtful Yeltsin had good intelligence regarding
the conditions in Chechnya. Dudayev’'s reign had been a political
and econom c cat astrophe--unenpl oynent, corruption, destitution,

and destruction of age-old traditions were the nornms for Chechnya



under Dudayev’s | eadership. Based on these problens, the Chechen
peopl e were not ardent Dudayev supporters. Additionally, unrest
and/or rebellions were ongoing in seven out of eleven districts
in Chechnya. Gven tine, it is probable that Dudayev's reign
woul d have col |l apsed without mlitary intervention.
ANALYSI S

The anal yti cal phase of Russia’s strategy determ nation
process also turned out to be defective. The biggest shortcom ng
was tied to the process itself. Yeltsin had recently forced
t hrough a new constitution that enhanced his power; therefore,
there were fewer ‘checks and bal ances’ associated w th devel opi ng
policy decisions. Additionally, Yeltsin ran the Kremin on a
“divide-and-rule’ principle that allowed different factions to
present conflicting policies, which fractured and pol ari zed
del i beration and deci sion-nmaking.® Such a process did not allow
any of the nunmerous strategy proposals that surfaced during this
timeframe to be considered carefully and di spassionately. This
probl em was conpounded by a nunber of personnel changes in the
Russi an governnent during the period leading up to the mlitary
action. Many of Yeltsin's nore |iberal and denocratic advisors
were replaced with hardliners or nore authoritarian figures.
They carefully controlled access to Yeltsin and it becane
increasingly difficult for advisors who supported nore
conciliatory approaches to gain access to Yeltsin to express
their views. Many of the hardliners wanted to use the
antici pated success of the Chechen war to mtigate or even

reverse Yeltsin' s sagging popularity — then sonewhere in the ten



percent range. Wth an election on the horizon in tw years, the
hardliners felt that Yeltsin would need a boost. Ohers gave
advice in hopes of w nning sone type of political or economc
windfall. Many staffers believed that those who gave advice

| eading to success in Chechnya would be elevated to a nore
powerful position in the Russian governnment. Utimtely, such
pronoti on would enable themto reap the econom c spoils
associated with Russia’ s lucrative oil transport and refinery
busi ness.

| NSTRUVENTS OF STATECRAFT

Yeltsin and his advisors westled with various options to
resolve the dilemmas facing themin Chechnya. Several of the
instrunments, such as international organizations, international
law, and alliances, were never seriously considered. O her
options, using diplomatic, economic, and mlitary instruments,
wer e di scussed at |ength.

Yeltsin, at one tinme, considered using diplomacy to try to
resol ve the Chechen situation. Precedent for a diplomatic
solution had been set when the Krenmlin earlier signed a power-
sharing treaty with Tatarstan, another of Russia's rebel regions,
whi ch gave the Tartars broad econom c and political rights but
kept themwi thin the Russian federation.® *“Vladinir Shuneiko,

t he Speaker of the upper house of Parliament, the Federation
Council, openly said that Yeltsin should acknow edge Dudayev as
the legitimte | eader of Chechnya and hold talks with him”°

O hers al so supported this approach and a Russi an- Chechen sunmit

was publicly announced on 22 Mar 94. A subsequent attenpt on



Dudayev’s life, however, which Dudayev thought was a Russian
initiative, pushed himto insult Yeltsin on Russian television
and further hardened his position against Russia. This insult
infuriated Yeltsin and derail ed the proposed neeting between
Russi an and Chechen policy-nmakers.

Anot her di plomatic opportunity arose when Yeltsin's old
political adversary, Ruslan Khasbul atov becane a threat to the
Dudayev governnent. Khasbul atov, at one tinme, held high office
in the Kremin, but due to a falling out with Yeltsin, had
subsequently been thrown in jail. But under an ammesty passed in
the State Duma, Khasbul atov was freed and returned honme to
Chechnya as a national hero. 1In early 1994, Khasbul atov began a
peaceful bid for power in Chechnya and had significant Chechen
popul i st support. According to the Russian Nationalities
M ni ster, Sergei Shakhrai, “there was a chance to take power from
Dudayev in Gozny in a peaceful way, when Khasbulatov called a
rally of 100,000 people and we had to do just on thing—+ecognize
Khasbul atov in Moscow. "’

Di pl omacy posed several risks. If the Russians negoti ated
wi th Dudayev, it would legitimze his claimof power in Chechnya.
Conversely, if the Kremin recogni zed Khasbul atov, it could cause
political problens for Yeltsin. Either of these options could
have fuel ed the resurgence of nationalismin Russia and further
degraded Yeltsin's sagging popularity.

The Krem in al so consi dered using econom c incentives in an
effort to work the problens in Chechnya. These proposals were

orchestrated by a liberal wing of academ cs and anal ysts such as



Em | Pain and Arkady Popov who strongly pushed for a non-mlitary
solution. Specifically their plan was to “nake the north of
Chechnya a ‘ shop wi ndow by supplying the pro-Moscow

adm nistration in the Nadterechny Region with the noney it was
due fromthe Russian budget. Schools would be opened, pensions
and salaries paid. After a suitable |apse of time—p to two
years—the rest of the Chechen popul ati on would reject

i ndependence and poverty and beg to be reunited with Russia.”®

There were al so risks associated with the econom c option.
Proppi ng up the Nadterechny Regi on woul d be expensi ve.
Additionally, this option represented nore of a |ong-term
approach while Yeltsin was feeling political pressures to resolve
the situation nore expeditiously. Politics were the priority and
this economc option fell by the wayside.

Wth the diplomatic and econom c instrunents now on the
‘back-burner’, the Kremin | ooked toward higher-risk mlitary
options to resolve the situation in Chechnya. Yeltsin viewed a
successful mlitary operation in Chechnya as an opportunity to
garner political support. It should also be noted that the
decision to use mlitary neans was nmade despite Yeltsin's earlier
public conmments to the contrary. On 11 August 1994, Yeltsin
stated, “Arnmed intervention is inpermssible and nmust not be
done. Were we to apply pressure of force agai nst Chechnya, the
whol e Caucasus would rise up and there would be such turnoil and
bl ood that no one would ever forgive us. It is absolutely

» 9
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Russia hoped to work its mlitary option through an
i ndi genous Chechen opposition group called the *Provisional
Council’ led by Umar Avturkhanov. The Krenmlin, however, did not
believe the *Council’ was powerful enough to establish control
over the entire republic on its own, so it supported Avturkhanov
wi th noney and arns to oust Dudayev from power. Several battles
bet ween Avturkhanov’'s Russi an-backed forces and Dudayev coul d be
categori zed as stalemates and the Kremin grew inpatient. Next,
Russi an servicenen were recruited to help the opposition
covertly. This operation also failed and becane an enbarrassnent
for the Kremin when its invol venent was exposed. Despite the
failures, the Kremin refused to review the strategy, or did so
haphazardly, and a full-scale mlitary intervention was
initiated. In hindsight, many of the non-mlitary instrunents
t hat had been di scussed may have proven to be nore successful
t han those eventual ly inplenented.

Mlitary actions were the riskiest of the options considered.
First, mlitary action would involve casualties. Politically,
this could be damaging to Yeltsin if the loss of |life was great
enough to generate dissatisfaction. Additionally, there would be
significant financial costs associated with the mlitary option—
particularly if fighting was protracted.

M LI TARY OBJECTI VES

Havi ng decided to use force, Russia began mlitary exercises
with Chechnya in mnd. “In Septenber 1994, the North Caucasus
Mlitary District held war ganes, each based on the prem se that

» 10

Chechen resi stance woul d be weak. VWhen Russia assi sted the
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‘“Provisional Council’” in a ‘coup’ attenpt, in Novenber 1994,
Russian forces were again captured. This tine, the Chechens
refused to negotiate their release. Yeltsin issued an ultimatum
for all Chechens to lay down their arms within 48 hours. Dudayev
ignored the ultimatum Back in Mdscow, President Yeltsin stewed
over this |atest Chechen ‘insubordination’. *“Yeltsin, angry and
hum |'i at ed, wanted Dudayev and his Chechen foll owers crushed by

» 11

t he wei ght of the Russian arny. Yel tsin ordered Defence

M ni ster Grachev and his staff to begin planning for mlitary
options. Priority objectives included the elimnation of Chechen
Presi dent Dudayev and control of the capital city of G ozny.

G achev put Lt. Gen. Anatoly Kvashnin in charge of planning
the mlitary effort agai nst Chechnya. G achev was on record as
sayi ng that one Russian parachute regi ment could capture G ozny
in two hours. So, when Kvashnin estimated that Dudayev and his
forces would fall in a matter of days, G achev agreed.

Kvashnin’s and Grachev’'s estimtes were the product of ignorance
and arrogance, not objective assessnent of the mlitary
situation. Many other Russian generals protested. “According to
Tinmothy L. Thomas’s The Caucasus Conflict and Russian Security,
“El even generals of the mlitary council of the ground forces,

i ncludi ng the commander, Col Gen. V. Senenov, appealed to the
state duma that Russian forces were not prepared for such an

» 12

operati on. Yeltsin ignored the appeals of the opposing
general s and demanded a quick victory. H s |ong-sinmering
di sli ke for Dudayev had unduly influenced his decision to strike

back quickly at the Chechen rebels. Under pressure from Yel tsin,
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the mlitary decided that the invasion would take place in two
weeks.
M LI TARY ASSUMPTI ONS

The Russi an planners nmade two basic assunptions that
conditioned the formulation of their mlitary objectives. First,
there would be no reprisal fromthe international community. The
Russi ans believed that the world would see this as an internal
affair, and they were right. Second, a full-scale war woul d be
highly unlikely. This was based on the Russian assunption that
their forces were superior and could prevail in a limted war
even on Dudayev’'s hone turf. Based on these assunptions,
pl anners woul d need to weigh capabilities and vulnerabilities to
determ ne options avail abl e.

To appreciate the dilemm that Russian mlitary planners
faced in Decenber 1994, it is helpful to ook to Carl Von
Clausewitz. “Clausewitz knew that the difficulty of suprene
command was in large part a matter of the dil emas of choosing
the right course at the right tinme. Sound eval uation of
particul ar decisions, therefore, required the consideration of a
range of alternative options and the reasons for their rejection
as well as the rationale for the action actually taken.”"
Clausewitz outlined five strategic elenents that a planner should
consi der before attenpting a mlitary operation: noral, physical,
mat hemat i cal , geographi cal, and support/mai ntenance.™ It is
inmportant to review these elenents and try to determne if the

Russi an general s considered themin their strategic planning.
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CAPABI LI TI ES AND VULNERABI LI TES

Cl ausewi tz described the noral elenent as the skill of the
commander, the experience and courage of the troops, and their
patriotic spirit.” The Russian army’s noral elenent appeared to
be in disrepair. Since the collapse of the Soviet Union, the
Russian mlitary had suffered greatly froma serious |ack of
funding. Professional soldiers were leaving the mlitary in
| arge nunbers. “The conbat effectiveness of the Russian Arny was
weakened already in the autum of 1993 with the di scharge of
580, 000 nmen who served and were trained before Russian
recrui tment procedures were nodernized. Furthernore, due to poor
housi ng conditions and | ow sal aries, officers had been | eaving
the arny in droves — 79,000 officers and warrant officers in 1992

» 16

al one. As a result, untrained conscripts and i nexperienced
officers were thrown into the Chechen operation. Russian
soldiers in Gozny were observed |looting. Sone were described as
drunk. Mrale was extrenely low. “One tank commander on the
Chechen border probably captured the sentinment of hundreds of
Russi an sol diers when he noted, ‘I don't want to fight. 1It’s
difficult to say who is to blame for this nmess but 1'd say it is

y 1 17

probably Yel tsin. Russi an general s either underrated them or
were forced to abandon them Either way, Kvashnin and G achev
were the primary peopl e responsible for know ng the noral
condition of their troops. Those troops were not norally
prepared for battle - but were sent in to the bl oodbaths awaiting
themin Gozny anyway. This was a major vulnerability of Russian

f or ces.
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The second C auswitzian elenent is physical: the size,
conposition, and armanent of the forces.”™ Strictly |ooking at
t he nunbers of conbatants (Russian sol di ers outnunbered Chechen
rebels four to one) and their weapons available to them the
Russi ans appeared to have the advantage. Mdtorized infantry,
ai rborne forces, naval infantry battalions, and Spetnaz troops
made up the invasion force. But the Russian planners did not
foresee the | evel of resistance they would face from thousands of
civilians. The Russian high command al so put Russian forces at a
di stinct di sadvantage in dealing with the general popul ati on by
[imting their options. For instance, in the first few days of
the war, Russian rules of engagenent specifically prohibited them
fromfiring their weapons unless fired upon. And even if fired
upon, the Russians had to get permi ssion fromtheir superiors to
return fire. This contributed to Russian confusion and
i neffectiveness. Kvashnin and G achev should have at | east
consi dered, in an unconventional war, that Chechen irregul ar
units would play a nore pivotal role during the battle for
G ozny, and built Russian rul es of engagenent accordingly.

The third C auswitzian strategic el enent, mathenmatical,
refers to the novenent of troops and lines of operation.™ This
element is difficult to apply to the strategic planning in
Chechnya. The novenent of troops may have significant inpact on
tactics but is less influential in strategy. Even if Russian
forces used the accepted strategy of convergent attack on G ozny,

however, the fog and friction of war in an urban-warfare setting,
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woul d probably negate any Russian strategic advantage with troop
novenent .
STRATEGQ C CONCEPT

Causewitz's fourth el enent was geographical. Howto fight a
war in an urban environment was probably the greatest dil ema
facing the mlitary planners. GCeography would al so have the nost
i npact on their strategic strategy. The Russians would have to
find Dudayev and his forces amd the streets, rubble, and sewers
of Grozny. Chechen rebels could attack from nost anywhere,

i ncludi ng basenents and attacks. Planners would have to consider
whi ch streets woul d accommopdate | arge Russian tanks. This type
of fighting would be foreign to the Russians and would call for
qui ck, flexible, nobile forces with excellent conmunications at
the tactical level. Yet, once again it appears that the mlitary
was ill prepared for the type of conbat that |ay before them Few
maps were made avail abl e on Chechnya to Russian sol diers.
“Spetsnaz units | anded by helicopter in the nmountains to support
t he nmechani zed drive but got lost in the Chechen nountains,
wandered around for three days and eventually surrendered to
Chechen fighters.”?

The command of the initial invasion of Chechnya was split
bet ween three major Russian organi zations: the Mnistry of
Defence, the Interior Mnistry, and the Federal
Counterintelligence Force. The result was command weakened by
rivalry, confusion, and conflict. “Russian forces entered
Chechnya in late 1994 in a confusing junble of balky formations,

reflecting to sone extent the nultiple mlitary and regionalizing
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trends that had taken hold in the Russian arnmed forces. Tanks
rolled into Gozny as if their nmere presence was enough to make
t he Chechens cone to their senses and |ay down their weapons.
W t hout supporting ground troops they were quickly destroyed by
smal | teans of Chechen fighters using anti-tank rockets. All of
these incidents point to the fact that Russia did not anticipate
fighting a serious battle in an urban environnent. Fighting a
war in a city is extrenely difficult for the offensive forces.
In fact, Sun Tzu, the great Chinese mlitary thinker, said that
attacking cities should be avoided at all costs. Eventually,
Russia was forced to change its tactics in Gozny, but not before
it had suffered defeat and humliation at the hands of a band of
Chechen rebels.

The fifth elenment considered by Clausewitz to be vital in
mlitary planning was statistical. This involved support and
mai nt enance.® The invasion of Chechnya began on New Years Eve,
1994. G achev's plan called for four strike groups to advance on
the city fromdifferent directions, advance to the center, and
‘destroy all eneny positions’. Plans called for a short fight.
But by m d-February, 1995, with Chechen forces still destroying
Russi an tanks and crews, the Russian supply system began to break
down. Ammunition, food, and drinking water were in short supply.
Two nonths into the war, the Russian governnent was unable to
properly supply its troops. Gachev had brought the nen to the
war but was not prepared to sustain them Planning for any

operation should include, not only resources required for the
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expected duration of the battle, but also reserve supplies to
meet unexpected, |ong-termrequirenents.
ALTERNATI VES
It is difficult to determine all the alternatives G achev

considered in attacking Grozny but direct invasion of the city
was probably the | east favorable option considering the state of
Russi an training and readi ness for urban warfare. Possibly
G achev shoul d have considered a nore covert strategy of invading
Chechnya with special forces, trained in guerilla warfare, taking
Dudayev out in the process. Another option may have been to
surround the city of Gozny, cut their conmunications, and
bl ockade the flow of food supplies to the city, eventually
breaking the will of the Chechen people to resist. |f Gachev
considered this as an option, however, he did not offer it to
Yel tsin, probably because Yeltsin wanted such a quick victory.
POTENTI AL RESULTS

Costs and risks appeared to be al nost inconsequential to
Russian mlitary planners. The nost serious risk, of course,
woul d be a protracted war, such as the war of attrition in
Af ghani stan. A quick, convincing victory was expected. M nister
Grachev gave little thought to the chances of a small Chechen
rebel arny defeating the m ghty Russians in battle. Benefits, if
successful, included honor for the Russian arned forces and glory
for the planners thensel ves, and possible pronotion for G achev.
Li nkage to political objectives appeared weak. Assum ng both
obj ectives were achi eved (Dudayev is captured/killed and G ozny

is taken), what then? Dudayev was not particularly popular with
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t he Chechens, so it probably didn't matter to the Chechen s who
was in charge. What would matter are the killing of Chechens by
the Russian army and the Russian occupation of G ozny. In other
words, even if the Russian armed forces conpleted their

obj ective, the Chechens m ght continue to resist. 1In effect, a
great mlitary victory would be crushed under the weight of a
failed political strategy.

CONCLUSI ONS

It is easy, with hindsight, to | ook back at any war and find
flaws in the strategy planning process. Chechnya had been
festering, |ike an open wound, since the days of the Czars.
Stalin had even tried to elimnate Chechens conpletely with mass
deportations to Siberia. Boris Yeltsin, |ike many of his
predecessors, believed that Chechnya was a rogue republic and
called it a ‘crimnal state’. Sonet hing had to be done to bring
t he Chechens into line once and for all. Initially, Yeltsin did
consider non-mlitary options to control Chechnya. But, unlike
Bush in the Persian Gulf War, Yeltsin did not exhaust his non-
mlitary options and that was a mstake. “In the case of
Chechnya, it woul d obviously have been very much better for
everyone if the Russian government in the autumm of 1994 had
stuck with an indirect, sem -covert strategy for toppling
Dudayev, and had avoi ded the direct clash of arnms in decisive
battle.”® But, in the end, enotions, probably influenced by

raci sm prevailed. Chechnya was denoni zed and had to be taught a
| esson. The Russians opted for a direct clash of arnms and

suffered for it. Mlitary planning was a rushed job with little
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or no thought to planning and little regard for Chechen
opposition. Once in Gozny, things got out of control and the
once mghty Russian army, was brought to its knees by a snall
band of rebels. Chechnya had becone the |atest Russian

hum |i ati on.
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